DIGESTIVE  TRACT
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MEDICAL MATTERS

the  closure ot  the  perforation or  the  partial
removal of the stomach

Surocal remcrv J of p irt of the stomach is o'ten
tie only way to treat a peptic ulcer which has bad
its chance to heal In other \vajs It is tempting
ior the patient to liave it out and done with
but the time for suigery ib a matter of line juds
menb So many ulcers heal by medical means if
you give them a chance and operations are for
those which persistently refuse or which 'become
complicated

Stoiiach Career The stomach is a fairly
common site for primary cancer There is no
known reason for this and it is particularly irnpor
tant to stress that we know of no connection what
ever between the peptic ulcers which have just
been discussed and cancer Stomach cancer used
to be the commonest cancer of men but the
current rise ot lung cancer has pushed it into
second place There are some strange geographl
cal differences in its distribution For example it
is much commoner hi Japan and Scandinavia than
in England or the USA It is difficult to see any
reason for this hi dietary habits In Wales it
causes three tunes as many deaths as in South
East England All this is very puzzling as is so
much of our information about cancer generally
One of tha mam problems with stomach cancer is
that it often causes the patient no inconvenience
and thus produces no symptoms of note until the
disease is far advanced and it is difficult to do
much Treatment Is by biirgical removal of the
growth and even m the most advanced cases a
grea deal can often be done to make the patient
more comfortable

The Small Intestine

The small intestine runs from the stomach to the
csecuni and comprises the duodenum, jejunum and
ileum m that order On a more cheerful note it
may be remarked that it is very rarely the site of
cancer Its main problems arise in connection
with defects in absorption mechanlHms with ob
structions and with a strange inflammatory con
dition known as regwnat ententes Most obstruc
tiona are due not to blockages of the tube but to
failures of peristaltic propulsion the process which
is briefly described above under oesophagus
Such a failure is called ileus "When peristalsis
stops for any reason, the result fa severe dehydra
tion and loss of important chemicals like sodium
and chloride from the body This is because
about two gallons of fluid enter the small Intestine
each day In the form of digestive juices and all of
this has to be pushed onwards to be reabsorbed
into the system at lower levels If peristalsis
fails, this bulk of fluid remains In the small intes
tine or IB vomited In both cases it is lost to the
body Itself leading to serious dehydration and
illness Treatment Is by very careful replacement
by transfusion of the fluid and the chemicals lost
and by removal of the trapped fluid within the
intestine through a tube threaded down through
the inouth

Regional entenhs or ileitis is sometimes known
as Grohn s disease It is a very mysterious condi
tion in which the normally supple wall of the small
intestine becomes Inflamed and gradually replaced
by thick fibrous scar tissue so that it looks and
feels like a thick garden hose Loops of inflamed
gut stick together and channels open between
them and if the disease progresses a mass of
adherent thickened intestine results to- which
everything in the neighbourhood also adheres
However for some unknown reason some cases do
not progress downhill to this way and get better
spontaneously Surgical treatment is necessary
for the majority however particularly those with
advanced disease leading to complications such as
obstruction or perforation. Sometimes an early
case can be resolved by cutting out the length of
affected But although, recurrences are imforttmate
ly common

A-ppendtcttis This must be one of the best
known surgical diseases of the intestinal tract

The appendix is, a narrow blind-ended side tube
attached to the cEBcum near the end of the small
intestine Appendicitis is when it becomes ob
atructed or infected or both Prom Its position
it is almost predictable that It will get obstructed
sooner or later by pieces of tecal matter which pass
its entrance and which are normally infected
The surprising thing is that it aoes not happen
more often Once this has occurred however a
closed abscess forms and as the abscess distends
the appendix it first weakens Ita -wail making it
gangrenous and then bursts into the abdominsl
cavity causing ventonitis (s^e later) It would be
useless and misleading to describe the symptoms of
icute appendicitis in detail since it is difficult even
for experienced doctors to distinguish them from
those of several otner conditions Suffice it to say
that anj se\ere persisting pain in the abdomen
whether continuous or intermittent whether
associated with diarrhoea or not should lead the
sufferer to a doctor for a quick diagnosis Germ
killing antibiotics are useless against appendicitis
and anv laxative fa extremely dangerous as it maj
cause an acutely inflamed appendix to perforate

33ie large Intestine or Colon

The two main senous diseases of the colon arf
ulcerative colitis and cancer in its various forms
l/lceratize colitis Is yet another mysterious disease
in which severe ulceration of the lining of the colon
gives nse most frequently to diarrhoea with thf
passage of blood and mucus In fact it can be like
dysentery and it has often been considered to be
due to some form of infection Unfortunately no
particular germ can routinely be found in these
cases and the situation is endlessly confused by
the presence in the normal bowel of lota of different
germs anyway Nevertheless the ulcerated lining
of the bowel certainly does get infected by the
germs normally present and this makes the
disease worse Therefore germ kUling antibiotics
are often helpful in alleviating symptoms and can
lead to an earlier settling down of the condition,
although not to a cure It has long been known
that certain kinds of psychological upset are often
associated, but here again the disease is so un
pleasant for the sufferer that he Is to be forgiven
some despondency as a result of rather than as a
cause of his troubles It ia also suspected that
ulcerative colitis may be an auto iT^-m^p disease
that is it may represent rejection by the patient
of his own colonic lining in a manner somewhat
comparable to the tissue rejection which often
follows organ transplantation. Some of the more
alarming complications are perforation through
the wall of the ulcerated bowel and sometimes
massive haemorrhage occurs. Medical treatment
takes the form of keeping the patient in good
physical condition in spite of his fluid and blood
loss and Ms frequent lack of appetite Surgery is
often required to relieve obstruction, deal with
perforation, remove chronically affected parts oi
the bowel etc

Gee/user of the Cdon and Eeduin This is another
very common form oi cancer which can often be
completely cured by surgical removal of the growth
provided it is caught in the early stages before it
has spread. The commonest symptom is a
change in bowel habit either towards constipation
or more often towards diarrhoea hi the second
half of life There may be rectal bleeding or the
passage of mucus and there may be abdominal
pain. We cannot too often repeat that any suck
change of bowel habit, or any unexplained bleed
ing from any site should lead the patient promptly
to his doctor

Some people have small pockets
or sacs in ti*& wall of the colon known as divertl
cula. A minority of these sometimes get Inflamed
and this is chwjriieijMts Occasionally perforation
occurs

Eerma or Kuirfwre This is a condition m
which abdominal contents, usually a loop of
Intestine protrude forwards through the muscular